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\  Massachusetts 

Criminal  Justice  Practitione^r^vo^  copv 
What  You  Can  Do  About  Inhalant  Use 

Become  aware  of  the  problem.  Inhalants  are  common  household,  school,  and  office 
products  inhaled  by  youth  to  get  "high."  While  they  are  being  used  as  "drugs,"  they  are,  in 
reality,  poisons.  Inhalant  users  are  at  risk  for  suffocation,  accidents,  burns  and  Sudden  Sniffing 
Death  Syndrome  (cardiac  and/or  respiratory  arrest).  Damage  to  the  nervous  system,  lungs, 
liver,  and  kidneys  can  also  occur.  Youth  are  generally  not  aware  of  the  dangers  of  inhalant  use 
and  need  to  be  educated.  It  is  also  important  that  parents  are  educated  about  the  hazards  of 
inhalant  use  so  that  they  can  monitor  their  children. 

Know  what  to  look  for.  Abusable  gas-  and  solvent-based  products  are  found 
everywhere.  They  include  typewriter  correction  fluid,  air  freshener,  gasoline,  glue,  dry  erase 
and  permanent  markers,  and  any  product  packaged  in  an  aerosol  can.  Examples  of 
paraphernalia  are  aerosol  cans,  paper  and  plastic  bags,  rags,  and  soda  cans.  Gases  include 
propane  (used  for  barbecues),  butane  (gas  lighter  refills),  nitrous  oxide  (from  tanks  and 
whipped  cream  containers),  Freon®  (from  air  conditioner  coils)  and  any  propellant  from  an 
aerosol  can.  Gases  may  be  inhaled  from  tanks  or  aerosol  cans,  or  they  may  be  transferred  to 
plastic  bags  or  balloons  and  inhaled.  Slang  terms  for  inhalant  abuse,  though  uncommon  in 
Massachusetts,  include  sprayers,  sprayheads,  spray,  huffing,  sniffing,  and  bagging.  Substances 
that  are  smoked  (such  as  tobacco,  marijuana,  or  crack  cocaine)  or  snorted  (such  as  cocaine)  are 
not  considered  inhalants. 

Inhalant  intoxication  looks  similar  to  alcohol  intoxication  (initial  euphoria  followed  by 
central  nervous  system  depression),  with  the  same  patterns  of  poor  judgment,  lack  of 
coordination,  and  disinhibition.  Visual  and  aural  hallucinations  often  occur.  Inhalant  users  who 
have  been  surprised,  scared,  or  chased  are  at  increased  risk  for  heart  arrhythmias  and  fatal 
heart  attacks.  Chronic  users  may  be  underweight  and  have  rashes  around  their  mouth  and 
nose.  They  may  have  hand  tremors  and  problems  with  memory  and  thinking. 
Know  who  is  using.  Among  Massachusetts  sixth-  and  seventh-grade  children,  inhalants 
are  the  third  most  abused  substance  after  alcohol  and  tobacco.  It's  happening  in  all  parts  of 
the  Commonwealth  and  among  all  types  of  children.  However,  the  highest  rates  are  among 
white,  seventh-,  eighth-,  and  ninth-grade  children  in  towns  with  populations  between  50,000 
and  90,000.  Use  may  start  as  early  as  the  third  grade  and  tends  to  taper  off  in  high  school 
when  other  drugs  are  more  available.1  Youth  use  inhalants  while  alone  or  in  groups.  Older 
teens  and  adults  may  use  inhalants  with  alcohol  and  other  drugs.  There  have  also  been  reports 
of  inhalant  use  while  driving. 

Know  the  laws.  The  inhalation  of  vapors  and  gases  from  common,  legal  products,  such  as 
household,  school,  and  office  products  to  get  "high"  is  illegal  in  Massachusetts  (Massachusetts 
General  Law  270-18).  Amyl  nitrite,  referred  to  as  "poppers"  and  used  medically  to  relieve  the 
pain  of  angina,  comes  in  an  ampule2  and  requires  a  prescription.  Butyl  nitrite  and  isobutyl 
nitrite,  sold  as  "Rush"  or  "Locker  Room,"  are  sold  illegally  as  room  odorizers  in  sex 

'Massachusetts  Dept.  of  Public  Health,  "Adolescents  Substance  Use  in  Massachusetts:  Trends  Among  Public  School  Students. 
1  984- 1 996",  May  1 997.  See  "What  We  Know  about  Inhalant  Abuse  in  Massachusetts,"  another  fact  sheet  in  the  A  Breath 
Away,  A  Campaign  to  Prevent  Inhalant  Abuse  series  for  a  summary  of  data  from  this  report  (Available  from  CASPAR  Youth 
Support  Services,  617-623-2080.) 

2An  ampule  is  a  cloth-covered  container,  smaller  than  a  thimble.  When  it  is  crushed,  the  liquid  is  released  and  wets  the  cloth. 
The  vapors  are  then  inhaled. 


paraphernalia  shops  and  are  Class  D  Controlled  Substances  (Massachusetts  General  Law  94C; 
Section  31).  Solvent-based  glues  and  cements  sold  to  minors  must  contain  an  irritant  (such  as 
oil  of  mustard),  and  the  law  requires  that  minors  present  proper  identification  and  register  in  a 
permanently  bound  log  (Massachusetts  General  Law  270-19). 

Policing  strategy:  Massachusetts  General  Law  270-1 8  is  a  misdemeanor  with  the  power  of 
arrest.  It  requires  that  a  police  officer  observe  the  use  of  inhalants  for  the  purpose  of 
producing  "intoxication,  euphoria,  excitement,  exhilaration,  stupefaction,  or  dulled  senses  or 
nervous  system"  in  order  to  arrest  a  person.  Once  it  has  been  determined  that  the  product  is 
being  used  illegally,  charges  may  also  be  brought  for  purchase,  sale,  and  possession.  Be  on  the 
alert  for  drivers  appearing  to  be  driving  erratically  who  may  be  operating  the  vehicle  under  the 
influence  of  inhalants. 

Juvenile  court  strategy:  If  you  suspect  or  know  of  inhalant,  alcohol,  or  other  drug  use, 
a  substance  abuse  assessment  should  be  performed  by  a  court  clinic  or  local  substance  abuse 
clinic.  (Contact  the  Massachusetts  Substance  Abuse  Information  and  Education  Helpline  at  1-800-327- 
5050  or  61 7-445-1 500  to  find  a  community  outpatient  clinic  nearby.  These  clinics  provide  free  care  for 
indigent  clients;  others  receive  care  based  on  a  sliding  fee  or  insurance  coverage.)  Even  if  it  turns 
out  to  be  a  false  alarm,  your  actions  send  a  clear  message  about  substance  use.  If  inhalants, 
alcohol,  or  other  drugs  are  a  concern,  the  court  may  stipulate  that  a  court-involved  juvenile 
follow  through  on  the  recommendations  of  the  assessment.  In  instances  where  urine  tests  for 
drugs  are  being  used,  specific  tests  can  be  ordered  for  inhalants. 

If  you  are  concerned  about  a  child's  behavior,  be  sure  to  follow  up.  Ask  about  inhalants 
and  be  specific  about  why  you  are  concerned.  Don't  dismiss  your  gut  feelings  that  something 
is  not  right.  Remember,  one  of  the  attractions  of  inhalants  is  that  adults  are  not 

AWARE  OF  THEM  AND  DON'T  RECOGNIZE  THEIR  ILLEGAL  USE.  If  you  have  questions  about  a 

substance,  call  the  Massachusetts  Poison  Control  Center  at  617-232-2120  or  1-800-682-921 1. 
If  you  suspect  a  young  person  is  in  crisis  because  of 
inhalant  intoxication,  experts  recommend  taking  these  steps: 

•  Lay  the  person  on  his  or  her  side  to  prevent  aspiration  of  vomit. 

•  Call  an  ambulance. 

•  See  that  he  or  she  gets  fresh  air. 

•  Remain  calm  and  supportive  because  scaring  or  agitating  the  person  may  increase  the  risk  of 
Sudden  Sniffing  Death  Syndrome  (cardiac  and/or  respiratory  arrest). 

•  Minimize  distractions  and  try  to  keep  the  person  from  moving. 

•  Stay  with  the  person  until  he  or  she  receives  medical  attention. 

Don't  tolerate  any  experimentation.  Even  limited  inhalant  use  can  be  fatal.  Studies 
show  that  almost  one-third  of  the  deaths  from  inhalant  use  were  among  first-time  users.  Seek 
an  alcohol  and  drug  assessment  and  take  appropriate  action. 

Make  sure  youth  are  getting  the  message  about  the  dangers  of  all  substance  use 
including  inhalant  use.  The  primary  message  is  that  inhalants  are  poisons  and  are  dangerous 
like  other  poisons.  Care  should  be  taken  to  not  dismiss  inhalant  use  as  harmless  experimentation. 
If  you  are  talking  to  a  child  or  teenager  about  inhalants,  stress  what  the  dangers  are,  not  what 

PRODUCTS  MAY  BE  ABUSED  OR  HOW  THEY  MAY  BE  ABUSED. 

For  more  information:  Contact  your  local  Massachusetts  Prevention  Center  for  videos  and  written 
information  (call  617-624-5070  to  find  the  location),  the  Massachusetts  Poison  Control  Center  (617-232- 
2120  or  1-800-682-921 1)  or  the  Massachusetts  Inhalant  Abuse  Task  Force  (617-623-2080). 
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Massachusetts  Laws  about 
Inhalant  Abuse 

Massachusetts  General  Law 
Chapter  270    Crimes  Against  Public  Health 

Section  18.  Substance  having  property  of  releasing  toxic  vapors 

No  person  shall  intentionally  smell  or  inhale  the  fumes  of  any  substance 
having  the  property  of  releasing  toxic  vapors,  for  the  purpose  of  causing  a 
condition  of  intoxication,  euphoria,  excitement,  exhilaration,  stupefaction,  or 
dulled  senses  or  nervous  system,  nor  possess,  buy  or  sell  any  such  substance 
for  the  purpose  of  violating  or  aiding  another  to  violate  this  section. 

This  section  shall  not  apply  to  the  inhalation  of  anesthesia  for  medical  or 
dental  purposes. 

Whoever  violates  the  provisions  of  this  section  shall  be  punished  by  a  fine 
of  not  more  than  two  hundred  dollars  or  by  imprisonment  for  not  more  than 
six  months,  or  both. 

Any  person  who  is  discovered  by  a  police  officer  or  special  police  officer 
in  the  act  of  violating  this  section  may  be  arrested  without  a  warrant  by  such 
police  officer  or  special  police  officer,  and  held  in  custody,  in  jail,  or 
otherwise,  until  a  complaint  is  made  against  him  for  such  offense  which 
complaint  shall  be  made  as  soon  as  practicable  and  in  any  case  within  twenty- 
four  hours,  Sundays  and  legal  holidays  excepted. 

Section  19.  Glue  or  cement;  sale  to  minors;  smelling  deterrent  ingredients 

Any  person  who  sells  glue  or  cement  to  a  minor  shall  require  such  minor 
to  properly  identify  himself  and  write  his  name  and  address  legibly  in  a 
permanently  bound  register.  The  seller  shall  keep  such  register  available  for 
police  inspection  for  a  period  of  six  months  after  the  last  sale  is  recorded 
therein.  No  such  glue  or  cement  shall  be  sold  to  a  minor  unless  it  contains 
allyl  isothiocyanate  (oil  of  mustard)  or  some  other  equally  effective  and  safe 
deterrent  against  smelling  or  inhaling  the  fumes  of  such  glue  or  cement. 

As  used  in  this  section,  "glue"  or  "cement"  shall  mean  any  glue  or  cement 
that  contains  a  solvent  or  chemical  having  the  property  of  releasing  toxic 
vapors. 

Whoever  violates  the  provisions  of  this  section  shall  be  punished  by  a  fine 
of  not  more  than  two  hundred  dollars  or  by  imprisonment  for  not  more  than 
six  months,  or  both. 


